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Acronyms 

AQP  Assessment Quality Partner 

ATR  Annual Training Report 

BOP  Best Operating Practice 

CET  Community Education and Training (College) 

CHE  Council for Higher Education 

COVID-19 Coronavirus SARS-COV-2 – disease registered 2019 COVID-19  

DHET  Department of Higher Education and Training 

DQP  Development Quality Partner 

ETQA  Education & Training Quality Assurance (body - department with SETAs)   

NDP  National Development Plan 

NGO  Non-governmental Organisation 

NQF  National Qualifications Framework 

NPC  National Planning Commission 

NPO  Non-profit Organisation 

NSDS  National Skills Development Strategy 

NSF  National Skills Fund 

NSA  National Skills Authority 

PHEI  Private Higher Education Institution 

PHE   Private Higher Education (College) 

PIVOTAL Professional Vocational Technical and Academic (qualification) 

PSET  Post-School Education and Training (sector) 

QCTO  Quality Council for Trades and Occupations 

R&D  Research and Development 

RSA  Republic of South Africa 

SAQA  South African Qualifications Authority 

SDA  Skills Development Act 

SDF  Skills Development Facilitator 

SDL  Skills Development Levies 

SDLA  Skills Development Levies Act 

SDP  Skills Development Provider (private – QCTO accreditation) 

SETA  Sector Education and Training Authority 

SOP  Standard Operating Practice/Procedure 

SSP  Sector Skills Plan 

TSP  Training Service Provider (private – SETA accreditation)  

TVET  Technical Vocational Education and Training 

WSP  Workplace Skills Plan  



1. Introduction and background 

Criteria and Guidelines for re-opening after the COVID-19 lockdown have been issued 

for Private Higher Education Colleges (as well as the public institutions); but there has 

been no comparable guidance and approval for re-opening of the private skills 

development sub-sector. As this sub-sector is extremely diverse and complex, the 

intention of this paper is to give an indication of the breadth of operations within the sub-

sector. 

In Post-School Education and Training (PSET) sector, we have Public institutions: 

Universities, Technical Vocational Education & Training (TVET) colleges, and 

Community Education & Training (CET) Colleges.  Private institutions are: Higher 

Education Colleges, and the Skills Development sub-sector.  

The others are all very clearly understood. But what is the skills development sub-sector? 

Of what does it consist?  Who are the participants? What do they provide, and to whom? 

 

2. Problems of misunderstanding 

One of the problems we encounter as practitioners in the sub-sector, is that the skills 

development sub-sector is generally associated (negatively) with the Sector Education and 

Training Authorities (SETA)s, and apart from acknowledged corruption, 

maladministration, and financial mismanagement, the SETA role is misunderstood.  

Recently, in the Parliamentary Portfolio meeting of 26 May, committee members were 

quite correctly criticising the lack of governance of the 3 SETAs presenting, and the mis-

management of funds. But Prof. Bozzoli then indicated that she had a plan:   

 “…which includes channelling the money of the SETA’s toward the Technical and 

 Vocational Education and Training (TVET) colleges. This is so it can be better 

 funded and the training the SETA offers can be properly done and properly 

 certificated. It is not properly certificated at the moment.” 

        (Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 2020)  

 

A few points of misunderstanding:  

• “the training the SETA offers” – the SETAs are not responsible for actually 

“doing” the training, SETAs don’t offer training.   

• “can be properly done and properly certificated” – this may be referring to 

accreditation. It is certainly true that SETAs are not accredited training providers 

- as they do not provide training. And given their delegated quality assurance role, 

were they to function as training providers, it would be a clear conflict of interest. 

• “channelled towards the TVET colleges” – the TVET colleges may well benefit 

from more financial investment, but they do not provide the training, which private 

skills development providers provide to employers, nor do they have the range of 

expertise, nor do they have the flexibility to meet the private employer 

requirements. 



3. The funding of skills development  

The channelling of money proposed would not be from the SETA, the channelling of 

money would remove the Mandatory and Discretionary Grants from employers 

implementing training programmes in the workplace.  

What money do SETAs have?  The money which SETAs disburse (sometimes corruptly) 

is the Skills Development Levy (SDL), paid by employers to South African Revenue 

Service (SARS), who then send 20% to the National Skills Authority (NSA) for the 

National Skills Fund (NSF), and forward the levies to the SETAs as indicated on the 

employer registration with SARS. The level of SDL has consistently risen above the 

inflation rate (National Planning Commission (NPC), 2020). 

What would be the impact of removing the SETA SDL funds? 

The private skills development providers are working with employers and the workplace, 

supporting on-the-job training. The training and education that they provide constitutes 

lifelong learning for the employees, as it quite possible to use private providers to 

commence with literacy and numeracy, and to advance to the equivalent of a matric, and 

on to technical subjects, such as an artisan qualification. The workplace training benefits 

adults, who did not have the opportunity to attend school, or pursue further studies; and 

benefits the employer by creating a motivated, skilled and competent workforce – a 

national objective.  

In view of the competition within the sub-sector, private providers tend to work at 

remaining current, with internationally competitive skills. Support for the skills 

development sub-sector contributes to achieving the objectives of the National Skills 

Development Plan (Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), 2019), which 

is developed in support of the National Development Plan (NDP). The latest National 

Planning Commission report on PSET (NPC, 2020), indicates the growth in contribution 

of the skills development sub-sector, compared to decline in the Community Colleges, 

and problems with the TVET level of performance. 

To more fully understand what a private skills development provider is, what they provide, 

when, how, and to whom? It’s necessary to take a few steps back, as this sub-sector 

actually pre-dates the Post-School Education and Training sector (PSET) (Republic of 

South Africa (RSA),  2014). As indicated, the sub-sector is diverse and definitely not a 

“one size fits all” sub-sector.  

 

4. A short historical summary  

Employers have always trained employees because they need employees to do whatever 

it is that their business requires.  But the training did not lead to any formal recognition 

for the employee to benefit from, when moving to a new employer. The Presidential 

Commission set up by President Rolihlahla Mandela recommended portable qualifications 

(RSA, 1996).  

The South African Qualifications Authority Act (SAQA) (RSA, 1995) created the body 

to register and maintain the records of qualifications. After much consultation on a Green 



Paper (RSA, 1997), the Skills Development Act (SDA) was passed in 1998 (RSA, 1998), 

and implemented in 2000. The Skills Development Levies Act (SDLA) (RSA, 1999) 

created the means of funding skills development, and incentivising employers to 

participate.  

The SDA introduced the SETAs. SETAs advocate participation by employers, who submit 

Workplace Skills Plans (WSPs) and Annual Training Reports (ATRs) constituting 

Mandatory Grants in return for a percentage refund of the Skills Development Levy 

(SDL). The employers procure the services of Skills Development Providers to conduct 

the training, which they report annually in the ATR. From information collected from 

employers, the SETAs are required to create a Sector Skills Plan (SSP), identifying scarce 

and critical skills, and contribute information per sector to contribute to labour market 

planning.  

The SETAs currently have two major roles, firstly: the disbursing of Mandatory and 

Discretionary Grants – as explained above through the Mandatory Grant, and explained 

in more detail below – Discretionary Grants. The second role refers to the quality 

assurance of training that is conducted in the sector, via the accreditation of training 

providers. Previously, the Education and Training Quality Assurance department (ETQA). 

See below under Quality Councils. 

 

5. Learning Programmes 

The SDA created the concept of a Learnership, (similar to an apprenticeship), which 

would be the means for workers to achieve a formal qualification. The SETAs use the 

SDL to approve Discretionary Grants to employers, who are incentivised to implement 

Learnerships, for both their own employees - section 18(2) of the SDA, and unemployed 

learners Section 18.2 of the SDA. As the Learnership conditions require the employer to 

complete an employment contract for the duration of the Learnership, the previously 

unemployed persons have the opportunity for work and learning to acquire a qualification 

registered by SAQA on the National Qualifications Framework (NQF).  

Employers benefit from tax incentives for Learnerships and Apprenticeships; additional 

incentives to employ under the Employment Tax Incentive (encouraging youth 

employment); and the Broad-based Black Economic Empowerment Act, Skills 

Development element of the Scorecard (Broad-based Black Economic Empowerment 

Commission, 2019).   

The early qualifications were built on unit standards, which could be combined to form a 

skills programme, shorter than a full Learnership. The skills programme meets employer 

needs, and if the skills programme is accredited, the employer may receive additional 

funds from Discretionary Grants.  

Since the 2012 Regulations (RSA, 2012) reduced the Mandatory Grant available from 

50% of SDL to 20%, the focus has moved from Mandatory Grants to Discretionary Grants. 

The acronym PIVOTAL (professional vocational technical and academic) qualifications 

attract discretionary funding. Programmes leading to qualifications or part-qualifications 

registered on the NQF attract discretionary funding, as do a range of Learning 



Programmes: Apprenticeships, Learnerships, skills programmes, in-service training (to 

complete qualification), candidacy, internship (post-graduate work experience), bursaries 

(for academic programmes). 

The NPC draft report on PSET (2020:15,16,and 16 respectively) indicates the following 

progression of the skills development sub-sector during 2011 – 2016, that is the period of 

the third National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS III)  (DHET, 2011) 

 “… almost 1.1 million enrolments were funded by the 21 SETAs with a further 330 000 

 learners funded by the NSF, totalling 1.4million learners in various post-school education 

 and training programmes.” 

 “The total number of individuals registered for SETA–supported learning programmes 

 grew at an average rate of 13.6% between 2010 and 2016, with internships achieving the 

 highest average annual growth rate of 33.8% per year (albeit off a small base). However, 

 there is a significant increase of investment in skills programmes from 2014 to 2016.”   

 “The total number of individuals registered for SETA–supported learning programmes 

 grew at an average rate of 13.6% between 2010 and 2016, with internships achieving the 

 highest average annual growth rate of 33.8% per year (albeit off a small base). However, 

 there is a significant increase of investment in skills programmes from 2014 to 2016.”  

It is private providers, who offer these Learning Programmes, as in only a few very large 

employers has the company been accredited as a training centre. So, employers wanting 

to implement the Learning Programmes, contract with private training service providers. 

The private providers then provide the training facilitation, and all the materials, and 

arrange the assessment and moderation and certification via the SETA/QCTO, who has 

accredited the provider. The outcome of the training is immediately applicable within the 

workplace – and opposed to the TVET or university students, who will contribute to the 

economy some years later. 

 

6. The range of course content  

The range of course content provided by private skills development providers is extremely 

diverse. There are a range of compliance programmes, such as: firefighting, First Aid, 

safety representative, security officer. Then there are various types of lifting machinery 

and forklift, reach truck and counterbalance trucks. All of the office administration 

clerical, reception, presentation skills, and computer software programmes. Then there are 

leadership and management programmes, ethics and governance, supervisory skills, 

disciplinary procedures, such as disciplinary hearing procedures. Then the consultation 

committee training in skills development and employment equity. The preparation and 

conduct of company induction and onboarding, payroll and taxation requirements. There 

are R&D, quality assurance, quality control, standard operation procedures (SoPs/BoPs), 

hygiene and food safety, management control of quality assurance, and audit compliance; 

the cold chain, shelf packing and merchandising procedures and standards. There is 

environmental awareness and water management, procurement procedures, agriculture, 

fishing. Security and safety; bottling and packaging. All of the construction trades and 

skills, and all other formally gazetted trades. A range of training specific to the SETA 

economic sector. Literacy and numeracy.  



Probably the majority of these mentioned are accredited, leading to individual credits, or 

towards full qualifications or part qualifications. But there are also the range of 

unaccredited courses which can also be vital to companies. These may be as diverse as 

personal financial management for employees, or health and wellness programmes, 

including drug and alcohol, and substance abuse. Managing pregnancy in the workplace. 

Managing disability. These are just some of the types of training, an incredibly wide range 

provided to employers by private skills development providers, in a range of formats and 

duration.  

Many of the larger private providers have been able to continue with their Learning 

Programme content online during the lockdown period. However, the QCTO and the 

SETAs are inconsistent in their policies and approach to online learning.  

So, the SETAs do not train. On occasion, they may fund and promote a particular 

programme, such as an NSA priority funded via the NSF, or very often something sector 

specific. But SETAs are not – and were never intended to be – training service providers. 

SETAs do fulfil a quality assurance function, and accredit training service providers.  

 

7. 2008/2009 Quality Councils, assurance, and qualification development 

In 2008 the National Qualifications Framework Act (RSA, 2008) formalised three Quality 

Councils, namely: Council on Higher Education (CHE), Umalusi, and the Quality Council 

for Trades and Occupations (QCTO).  

The QCTO responsible for quality assurance, including the accreditation of private 

providers, delegated the responsibility back to the SETA ETQAs in order to build capacity 

over time. The ETQA role now termed Quality Assurance Partner (QAP) and 

Development Quality Partner (DQP). Now the QCTO is responsible for the development 

of occupational qualifications across all sectors, and accredits Skills Development 

Providers. 

QCTO accredited providers = Skills Development Providers offering occupational 

qualifications. 

SETA accredits providers = training service providers (TSPs) offering legacy 

qualifications (the old ones that have not been reformulated into QCTO format).  These 

are falling away over time. 

The Department of Higher Education and Training was created under Minister Blade 

Nzimande, by the separation from Department of Education (RSA, 2009).  

 

8. Who are the accredited SDPs & TSPs? 

8.1 Large to medium sized companies  

Operating nationally, from their own premises, employing facilitators, assessors, and 

moderators – and possibly material developers. They offer a menu of programmes, to their 

own fixed calendar, usually at their facilities. They may not be accredited for all the 



programmes they offer – it could be a combination of a full accredited programme, an 

accredited skills programme, or a non-accredited skills programme or other non-

accredited programmes. Fixed costs of programmes. Less likely to do onsite training. 

8.2 Medium sized companies  

Very much the same offering as the larger companies, also some accredited programmes, 

some not. Possibly not on a fixed calendar, and as the offices may be smaller, may hire 

venues as necessary depending upon the size of class, and may offer onsite company 

training. More flexible at putting together programmes to suit employers, and attend site 

at times to suit employer, e.g. on night or weekend shifts. Facilitators, assessors, 

moderators may not be employees, and may be contracted in as required for contracts. Put 

together and priced per company. 

8.3 Smaller companies   

Probably don’t operate from large premises, just offices. Hire out venues as needed and 

mainly provide onsite training. A facilitator may be an employee, but assessors and 

moderators will probably be contracted in. Have a range of accredited programmes 

available, but very flexible on putting together programmes required by the employer.   

8.4 Micro or survivalist providers 

These may also be accredited and run accredited programmes, usually their speciality, e.g. 

Occupational Health and Safety across sectors; forklift, reach truck, counter balance, 

accredited training on site, using employer vehicles; Hygiene and handwashing for food 

manufacturers and fruit packing; working at heights lifting compliance; leisure tourist 

guides for mountain trails and national parks; specialist labour law disciplinary 

procedures, consultative employment equity skills development committee training. 

Usually on site at employer premises at timing suited to employer.  

8.5 Non-Profit Organisations (NPOs) Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) 

Very often provide the training that would be non-profitable, or the training of those 

unable to pay for themselves would be done by these institutions. Training of the disabled, 

youth programmes run locally in the premises of religious organisations, or school halls, 

or other civic facilities. The training is usually capacity building, giving communities the 

skills and knowledge to develop themselves. Legal programmes like Street Law, 

agricultural training to grow their own food. These are some of the examples. This training 

may also be accredited.   

  



8.6 A range of individual practitioners  

Practitioners and consultants: assessors, moderators, verifiers, facilitators, material 

developers, Skills Development Facilitators, who may be contracted either by companies 

or by the skills development provider.    

The QCTO and SETAs accredit occupational programmes. However, many providers do 

offer programmes that are not accredited, but provide the skills employers identify as 

necessary for their employees. They may be urgently required, there may not be a formally 

registered qualification, and the urgency is such that the employer cannot wait.  The arrival 

of COVID-19 would be a very good example of the need for immediate training and skills 

development for all employees. 

 

9. Conclusion and request 

The very brief summary above is intended to provide an indication of the diversity of the 

skills development sub-sector. The purpose is to motivate a request that the Criteria and 

Guidelines provided to the skills development sub-sector have sufficient flexibility and 

practical application for the range of private providers, and the range of contexts in which 

they may be required to deliver their Learning Programmes.  
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